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IMPORTANT PASSOVER TEXTS IN JGSEPHUS AND PHILG 



By Grace Amabqn 
Washington^ D. C. 

Ib order that the passover statements tative witnesses in the time of Christ — 



by first century writers may be under- 
stood, it is essential that their festal 
terms be cataloged and interpreted. 
Generally speaking, these ritual words 
and phrases are an unknown language, 
and may be of quite different meaning 
from their English translations. For 
example, the Greek word Tra^xa, or Q&cKa, 
as sometimes occurs, is found about 
twelve times in Josephus. It is trans- 
lated passover, and we commonly think 
of the paschal supper. But commonly } 
with Josephus, the word is interchange- 
able with the eight-day feast of un- 
leavened bread, and only three times 
does it refer directly to the 14th day of 
Nisan, while only three times does it 
signify the paschal lamb. And appa- 
rently no place has as yet come to light 
where wacxo, designates the supper alone, 
although it may refer to paschal sacrifice 
and su pper to gether . In Josephus , there 
are about twenty-five references to this 
sacrificial ceremony. 

Again, a writer is sometimes speaking 
of ceremonies throughout («a0* the 
feast of unleavened bread. Again not. 
But in any event, the analyst must care- 
fully compare any one statement with 
all the other cognate records before valid 
conclusions can be drawn. Therefore 
every iraerxct sentence must be seriously 
examined, for the writer by no means 
invariably, as some conclude, thereby 
refers to a sacrificial supper on a specific 
date. Moreover, with Josephus, it is 
easy to overlook details. Consequently 
it seems worth while to analyze a few 
important passages from these authori- 



statements which have provoked much 
discussion. For convenience, the most 
important texts will be recited. 

I. Wars ILU-S and Ant XVII. 
ix.I-S* The circumstances underlying 
these two Josephus texts appear to be 
as follows: The seven days of public 
mourning for Herod the Great ended 
at evening , apparently at the evening 
ineunte of 14 Nisan, at which time a 
sedition arose among the Jews. The 
time is indicated in Section 3 of the 
first text: 

teal tt}s t&v i^ifjmv £i>aTaat}s eopnjs, rj 
Traax* ^rapd 'lovaalots KaX^Ircu, iroX6 n 
QvpaTttiP xX^&js kvbtx<>V&vi)i Jtfareun fxlv Ik rrjs 

TOV$ <rO<f>t<?TCLS TTtvdoVVTtS €V TW Up$ <TVV€l<TTi)- 

Ktaav rpo<f>i}v rfj <rra<ret Tropi£6txevoL. 1 
Translation (mine)- — 

And now that the feast of unleavened bread 
had already come, which is called pascha by the 
Jews, one that contributes such a large number 
of sacrifices , countless people, on the one hand, 
stream in from the country for the ceremony, 
while, on the other hand, those mourning for the 
doctorsTstood in the temple procuring recruits 
for their faction. 

The foregoing sentence outlines the 
contrasting situation. Josephus adds 
that the clamors of the temple party were 
heard all over Jerusalem, At the same 
time the masses had lodged in the plain 
and were ready to offer their paschal 
lambs. Evening had come on, as indi- 
cated by the drunken rioting of Arche- 
laus. 2 It was his conduct thai caused the 



i Wars ILi.3. 
fl Wars II.ii.5. 
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sedition. He countered at once by send- 
ing his general against the Jews, but 
they drove him away with stones. Then 
a tribune with a cohort of soldiers was 
sent. These were killed. After this the 
people "betook themselves to their sacri- 
fices as if they had done no mischief." 
Finally Archelaus sent his whole army — 
the footmen into the city, and the horse- 
men into the plain, who fell upon the 
people as they were offering their Iambs, 
and killed three thousand. 

It is quite obvious that this series of 
episodes points to one evening only — 
that of the paschal sacrifice. Antipater 
identifies the sedition as occurring at 
this time. 3 In addition, he catalogs this 
sacrifice as a private offering (l&Uts 
0i/<ri cus). Similarly Philo. 4 We know 
from the sacrificial date — 14 Nisan — 
that the moon had come to her full, and 
on this evening rose "full" in the east 
as the sun set in the west* The people 
actually made the assault with lambs in 
one hand and stones in the other, while 
the wallers in the temple urged them 
on, 5 The description is significant in 
showing (1) that the passover lambs were 
at this time being slain in the evening, 
and (2) that they were being offered in 
the outskirts of the city, "around the 
sanctuary/ 1 not in it- 
Such was the temper of the age in 
which Jesus was born. 

IL AnL II.xiv.6, Ill.x^S^ and XIdv.8. 
It seems inconsistent to make Josephus 
say in one place that the paschal lambs 
were being stain from 3:00 to 5:00 p.m., 
with the supper necessarily occurring on 
the subsequent evening, when in other 
passages he describes the whole passover 

*Ibid. 

* Philo, Vol VII, De Decalogo XXX 159, Tr. 
by Golson. London, 1937. Loeb Classical Lib. 
■jirt*. XVII.ix.3. 



ceremony — sacrifice, feast, and burning 
of the remnants — as taking place on one 
day only, the 14th of Nisan. Here is 
one of his descriptions of the 14th day: 

kvvTavqs U rt}s TttTaapetTKatdtKarijs travres 

Tpos a<f>-o&ov txovrts Wvov, Kal t$ aifxart t&s 

oifdas Tjyvi^ov toaccwou ko/*cus avaXa06PT£s 

K&L &€iirvi}<javTtt ra Xolwcl twv Kptwv tuavaav 

is h^e\ev<j6^poL. '6d*v vuv In Kara t6 tBos 

otfrws Ovoptv rifv ^opr^ navx* KaXovvres. 
& 

Translation (mine) — 

But when the fourteenth day had come, all, in 
readiness to start, sacrificed, and purified the 
houses with blood, using bunches of hyssop for 
sprinkling, and after the repast burnt the rem- 
nants of the meat as people ready for departure. 

In this passage three principal acts 
are tied to the 14th of Nisan — the sacri- 
ficing, the purifying, and the burning of 
the remnants after the supper. The 
ceremony is confined to one complete 
sentence with Kal connectives, Conse- 
quently U is mei.msiston1 thai up to the 
word tfyntov, it is 14 Nisan, but that 
from there on it is 15 Nisan. And please 
note that Josephus adds, "to this day 
we keep this sacrifice in the same cus- 
tomary manner." {Cf. English text,) 

A text similar to the foregoing is found 
in Philo, for which the claim has also 
been made that it represents two dates. 
I quote Dr. Colson's translation of this 
passage: 

On this day every dwelling-house is invested 
with the outward semblance and dignity of a 
temple, The victim is then slaughtered and 
dressed for the festal meal as befits the occasion- 
The guests assembled for the banquet have been 
cleansed by purificatory lustrations, and are 
there not as in ether festive gatherings, to in- 
dulge the belly with wine anil via tub, but to 
fulfil with prayers and hymns the custom handed 

•An/. ILxiv.6. Tr. by Thackeray. Loeb 
Classical Library. 
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down by their fathers. The day on which this 
national festivity (iraj^pot? eftuxta?) occurs may 
very properly be noted. It is the 14th of the 
month, etc j 

In this description both sacrifice and 
supper are featured. The word cvwxia 
means feast. And in addition, it is the 
national feast about which Philo is dis- 
coursing, and he says plainly that it was 
kept on the 14th of the month. There 
appears to be no place for any 15th-day 
supper in this texts 

Josephus has altogether three descrip- 
tions of a 14th-day passover, the first of 
which we have cited A second text is 
as follows : 

iltiLv KaKtirai Kai rod erovs korlv apxVi 
<japwKaLbtKar$ *ard afX^y tv tcptA rod 
TfXiov KaOt&T&TOs tovtw yap t& uwvl rfjs &7r' 
Ai-yvTTTLOvs SovXelas riXtvOtpuBtjuw, teal n?p 
Ovelav tjv t6t ^lSvtvls aw Aiyvwrov 8voat 
irpotLTQP i}fias xdtrxa Xtyophnv, flV Irous 

€KCL(TTOV BVUV ^O/UfftP, KOI $lj TthovptV aUTjfV 

tfard <f>aTpias fxrj5€v6s redufikvuv rrjv 
tTTiovvav TTjpoviikvov* 

Translation (mine) — 

And we were commanded to offer every year 
the sacrifice called wavx** which I previously 
said we offered upon leaving Egypt, indeed in 
the month Xanthicus — which we call Nban and 
it begins our year— on the 14th day according to 
the moon, the sun then standing in Aries, for in 
this month we were freed from Egyptian bond-, 
age, and so we dn keep it in companies, nothing 
of the victim being left until the next day, 

7 Philo, Vol VII, Special Laws II.xxviLl48, 
349, Tr. by Colson, Loeb Classical Library, 

8 Anl. III.x.5. Loeb Classical Library. 



The principal verbs in this sentence 
are two — h6niacv Kai r^XoDpt^. There is 
no specific word here for paschal supper, 
but the one word Ovala is called Trd^xa, 
and in this long sentence apparently 
represents the whole ceremony, and that 
taking place on the 14th of Nisan. For 
in the concluding clause, emphasis is 
made that no piece of the victim was 
kept until the next day, Thus it must 
have been eaten on the 14th, Josephus 
must therefore have had in mind not 
only the sacrifice, but also the eating of 
the same in the equation &v<rta — xdo-xa. 
Furthermore, in his subsequent sentence 
he goes on to describe the service of the 
15th day, which he says succeeds the 
ira<rxa. How therefore could the supper 
have been part of the loth? It surely 
would appear out of turn here to date 
the sacrifice and supper other than the 
14th of Nisan. 

The genitive absolute h npt£ rod $\lov 
koBwt&toi is not merely an aside in this 
interesting sentence, but shows that 
Josephus understood the relation of early 
astronomy and of the ancient agricul- 
tural seasons to his own time. For, 
although at the time of the exodus the 
vernal equinox, with reference to the 
stars, was nearly two weeks later than 
in the first century, 9 and the paschal 
season therefore probably as late, yet 

1 Edward Freiherrn von Haerdtl, "Astro- 
nomische Beitmge assy rise hen Chronologie," 
Denkschriftm der kaiserlicken Aktutemie der Wis- 
sen Hchaflen mathematischrmturwisserischaftliche 
Classe. 49. Band. Wien, 1885, 154. 
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in both paschal periods, the sun was in 
Aries during a common-year passover, 
hut in Taurus during a leap-year pass- 
over. There was a contrasting differ- 
ence, however, between the period of the 
exodus and that of the first century. In 
the time of Moses, the word Aries could 
refer only to the constellation, for the 
signs of the zodiac were not described 
until th<* Nabonassar era. But in the 
first century, the paschal season of a 
common year could occur only in the 
actual sign Aries, for already, due to 
precession, the vernal equinox had retro- 
graded into the adjacent constellation 
Pisces* 10 

The fact that Josephus does not men- 
tion the sign, would indicate that he 
refers to the constellation, and hence to 
the time of Moses, whose passover he is 
describing. In addition too, Josephus 
is obviously depicting the passover of a 
common year, and his language appears 
to imply that such was the character of 
the year when Israel left Egypt. For 
under the seventh Egyptian plague, the 
barley was in ear and the flax boiled 
(Ex. 9:31). This must have been at 
least three months before the passover, 
and very early indeed for barley ears, 
even though the season in Egypt was 
earlier than that of Palestine. 

A third 14th-day passover by Josephus 
relates to the time of Darius I, when the 

10 C. W. C. Barlow and G, H. Bryan, Elemen- 
tary Mathematical Astronomy, London, 1934, 
106. 



second temple had been completed. The 
text reads: 

yvvniK&v teal TtKvwv r<2 warplip ?6jUCj>, Kal t%v 
TnltFXa TTpoe ayopevofitvnv Qvvlav rj} reraprr} 
Kal &€tcarjj rod avrov unvds hnrtXkvavTtty 

faidoptpot iroXvTtXtias, dXXa koI rds oXonav- 
Tweis hrupkpovTtt rt£ ical x^P^^VP^'^ 
OvcrLas iepovpyovvres . . . . n 

Translation (mine) — 

And they kept the feast in a state of purity 
with women and children, according to the law 
of their fathers, and having fulfilled the sacrifice 
named irdo-xa on the 14th day of the same month, 
they feasted for seven days, sparing no expense, 
but bringing whole burnt offerings to God, and 
offering sacrifices of thanksgiving. . . . 

In this text Josephus makes a differ- 
ence between the seven-day feast of un- 
leavened bread as a whole, with its 
distinctive offerings, and the sacrifice 
named waax&> which he says was com- 
pleted on the 14th day. We should not 
therefore expect the iraax^ ceremony to 
extend over into the 15th day. The 
offerings called okoKavruaeu and x*P*-<n"h- 
piot Suviai will be referred to later— the 
sacrifices pertaining to the seven-day 
feast. 

Why then should we conclude that 
either Philo or Josephus would present a 
changed emphasis regarding the 14th- 
day passover hereto described? Appa- 
rently they do not do this, but their 
festal terms are not always understood. 

"Ant. XI.iv.8. 
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III. We wish to compare two more 
texts — one each from Josephus and 
Philo, and both of similar trend. With 
reference to these two passages, the 
claim has been made that the writers 
thereby place the paschal sacrifice on the 
afternoon of the 14th of Nisan, and the 
supper on the subsequent evening of the 
15th. The text by Josephus reads: 

tad 1 tjv Bvov&iv p.lv aird kvLry}^ ojpas ptexptt 
IvStKCLTTj? t &GiT€p 8e 4>arpla Tept ikaarqu y lite- 
ral Ova tav ovk kXaaawv avop&v 5e*a, fx6vov 
yap ovk QtuTiv aaivv&Bai xoXXot 61 Kal ovvti- 

juupid^as TipidiATjaav, etc, 12 
Translation (mine)— 

So, when the festival had come — it is called 
iratrxa. — during which, on the one hand [fUu] they 
sacrifice from the ninth hour to the eleventh, 
but on the other hand [&k] as it were a little com- 
pany of not less than ten gathers around the 
offering, for it is not permissible to dine alone, 
and often as many as twenty are numbered, 
these high priests counted as many as 250,000 
of sacrifices, etc. 

In this scene there are two contrasting 
sacrificial occasions: (1) The afternoon 
sacrifices, as indicated by the piv clause, 
and involving the whole feast, so often 
called xcurx* by Josephus, as in this 
text; and (2) the paschal sacrifice and 
supper, represented by the clause, 
around whose tables the small groups 
of ten or twenty assembled. The after- 
noon offerings embraced the dXoKavrwo-m, 
xapiarrjpioi Bvaiai and vterqpta — -burnt 
offerings, thank offerings, and the peace 

12 Wars VI.ix.3. 



offerings. 13 These sacrifices began in the 
afternqon of the 14th of Nisan, 14 and 
continued throughout the festival. The 
peace offerings on the 14th day were 
also called passovers, 16 Not all the peo- 
ple necessarily took part in the afternoon 
sacrifices, at which time, obviously, no 
accurate count could have been made. 
The paschal companies, on the other 
hand, included the whole nation, and 
hence it was only at the time of this 
ceremony that a strict count could have 
been carried out. In this text Josephus 
does not state at what time of day the 
small group sacrifice customarily oc- 
curred; but in Wars ILL 2 and II.ii.5 he 
had already featured it as an evening 
episode, 16 and later, in Antiquities, he 
several times describes both sacrifice and 
supper as belonging to one and the same 
day — the 14th of Nisan, These texts 
have been discussed. Hence the paschal 
ceremony was obviously an evening 
event during the life of Josephus. 

The foregoing incident took place in 
the time of Nero, whom Cestiua Gallus 
wished to inform of the number of Jews 
in Jerusalem when the Jewish revolt was 
just beginning — probably about 65 A.D. 17 

13 Ant. XLiv.S and Wars lV.vii.2. 

u Maimomdes, De Sacrificiis Liber , cap. dec, 
sec. 12. Tr. by Compiegne de Veil. Londini, 
1083, 

^Deut. 16:2; 2 Chron. 30:16,17. 

18 It waft the evening drunkenness of Archelaus 
that started the Jewish sedition which accom- 
panied the paschal ceremony. 

17 Wars ILxiv.3. Loeb Classical Library 
(margin) „ 
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shiped 31 — -not sun and moon — but the 
Lamb of God, of whom the bleeding 
sacrifice was at that very moment a 
figure. It seems most improbable that 
this solemn and impressive ceremony 
wa« ever changed by the Jews until 
forced by Roman persecution to do so. 

In near eastern countries the Nisan 
moon regularly fulls on the 13th of the 
lunar month. 22 But not so in the seventh 
month, whose feast of Tabernacles in 
this text Philo is comparing with the 
paschal 14th. He states that the au- 
tumn feast came on the 15th for the 
same reason that the spring feast oc- 
curred on the 14th, namely, because the 
world was then full of light. The sun 
shone all day, and the moon shone all 
night. 23 

In the autumn, however, the astro- 
nomical conditions are quite different 
from those tn the spring on account of 
the Harvest Moon, which, toward the 
middle of the Jewish seventh month, 
rises full about sunset for several evenings 
in succession.* 1 But in the spring month 
Nisan, the moon rises full at sunset only 
once, and that at the beginning of the 
paschal 14th. Thereafter the moon 
appears about an hour later each con- 
secutive night. Hence the feast of 
Tabernacles began in fullness of light 
even though the moon may have fulled 
several days earlier than the 15th. 

Our context shows that Philo defi- 
nitely understood the astronomy of the 
Jewish feasts. It therefore seems very 

21 Ex. 12:27. 

* Journal of Biblical Literature, Vol LXIII, 
Part II, 1944, 183, 183. 

« Philo, Id., XXVIII. 155. Loeb Classical 
Library, 

14 In the season of Tabernacles, both setting 
sun and rising moon course so low against the 
horizon that for several evenings together the 
full moon rises with very little difference of time. 



inconsistent to charge him with confused 
and contradictory statements as we shall 
have to do if we are to conclude that 
his afternoon sacrifices included the 
paschal lambs. He is in agreement with 
the OT when he assumes that on the 
paschal 14th throughout the whole day 
the nation was honored with the dignity 
of the priest's office. In 2 Chron T 30: 
16,17 this honor appears to be respected. 
Here, on account of levitical uncleanness, 
some of the people did not offer their 
passover peace offerings in the temple — 
a statement suggesting that there were 
some who did, as in 2 Chron, 35:11, 

No confusion in any way arises in our 
Philonic text by the interpretation that 
the "myriads of victims" comprised the 
burnt offerings, thank offerings, and 
peace offerings, as we have explained for 
Wars VXpt.3. With this understanding, 
the paschal ceremony had already been 
celebrated at the sunset beginning of the 
paschal 14th. And though all the rest 
of the day was still the 14th, yet it was 
not the time of the paschal sacrifice. 
This simple exposition implies that in the 
time of Philo and Josephus the ancient 
ceremonies were still in operation. If 
such were not the case, then why should 
Josephus say, several times over, that 
in his own day the people kept the 
paschal rite the same as in the time of the 
exodus. 26 

The difficulty which has arisen over 
these texts largely comes from the as- 
sumption that the word wbvx* always 
refers to the paschal ceremony. On the 
contrary, as has been pointed out, this 
word commonly refers to the whole feast 
of unleavened bread. And no different 
meaning should be ascribed to it unless 
represented in the text* 

w AnL II.xiv.6; III.x.5; Against Apian 1,8, 



Note. The drawings illustrating this article were made by Harry L. Gage from illustrations in 
The Raft Book, by permission of the publishers, George Grady Press, New York r and of the author, 
Harold Gatty. 
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The companion text from Philo is 
equally significant: 

Mera 5& ri\v vovp^viav kcriv lopT-q rerapnj, 
ra SiaflaTijpta, H&ax* xarptCJ 

jXljtttj KaXovcriVt kv j} dvav&t TravSn^l xoXXds 
HVpiaAas Upziusp ap^k^evoi airo p,e<nniffpLas 
apxi tvirepas, 6 \eb$ axas, irpe<rfli>T<ii real 
P^Ol t KO.T tKtlVTJV Tt}P ijjjikpap Upcoeitvys d^OJ/XClTt 

Translation (mine) — 

After the new moon festival is the fourth 
feast— the Crossing- Feast — which the Hebrews 
call Ttdffxa in their native tongue, in which all 
the people, old and young together, honored on 
that day with the dignity of the priesthood, 
sacrifice many myriads of victims from noon 
until evening. 

This text introduces the feast called 
the Crossing-feast by Philo, but Ttdcxa 
in native Hebrew, The writer is speak- 
ing of a specific day of the festival— 

tear* kKtivr\v ri\v i}p,epap — a day on which 

old and 3-oung alike were honored with 
the office of priest. The day in point 
must have been 14 Nisan, when the 
paschal lambs were offered, but through- 
out the whole day, the people, if leviti- 
cally clean, also performed priestly serv- 
ices in the temple in connection with 
their peace offerings. The claim has 
been made that the u myriads of victims 
from noon until evening*' included the 
paschal sacrifices. But this claim is in- 
consistent with chapter xxvii, in which 
this text is found; for at the end Philo 

" Philo r Vol. VII, Special Laws II.3ocvii.145, 
Tr. by Colson. Harvard University Press, 1937. 
Loeb Classical Library. 



declares with emphasis that both pass- 
over sacrifice and banquet were cele- 
brated on the 14th day. He could not 
therefore have numbered the xacxct with 
the afternoon victims, for with this 
understanding, the banquet would neces- 
sarily have been served on the evening 
ineunte of the 15th! 

Moreover, in De Vita Mosis Philo 
again states that the 14th day was 
clearly appointed for the paschal rite. 1 * 
And he further marks the paschal day 
astronomically when he says— #A£ou ictd 
veKrjvris kclt tttdpijv ttjp i^apav dXX^Xots ctt- 
apartWbpTwv T0» auXcus dfoatrr&TOts (when 
sun and moon on that day appear upon 
[ex 1 ] and up [dpd]to each other in un- 
divided rays of light). 40 

Now the "upon and up" appearance 
of the paschal sun and moon always 
occurs after the moon has fulled, and 
therefore at the very beginning of the 
14th of Nisan, when at sunset the sun 
is lowering upon the western horizon, 
while in the east the moon, now full, is 
rising up simultaneously. The Baby- 
lonians said that the god was being seen 
with the god. But with the Hebrews, 
the presence of the paschal full moon in 
the eastern sky together with the wes- 
tering sun, was an astronomical event 
that pointed to the slain lamb. And the 
people bowed their heads and wor- 

i» Philo, Vol VI, De Vita Mosu XLI.224,228. 
Loeb Classical Library. 

50 Philo, Special Laws II.xxxiii.210. Tr, by 
Colson. Loeb Classical Library. 
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